The Gurindji walk-off was a symbolic historic event in Australian race relations, particularly in terms of the Aboriginal land rights movement. The episode succeeded in gaining the wide public attention of contemporary Australia, it has been spoken of at length among the Gurindji people, and has also been discussed by academic historians. It remains an event that is deeply engraved on the memories of both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal people in Australia. Drawing upon field research with the Aboriginal people of Daguragu,l this article attempts to interpret the meaning of the walk-off within Gurindji cultural practice and ideas of decolonisation, by using oral historical accounts of the Gurindji people.
of the Gurindji people.
There are many questions to investigate in order to understand the Gurindji's perspective of the walk-off event. I especially address three main questions. The first question relates to how the Gurindji people formulated the idea of the walk-off. Who invented or brought about the i"ea of the walk-off? This discussion will also examine the reason why the Wave Hill Aboriginal people, not other stations, were able to begin . their struggle towards regaining their country. Secondly, I will examine the Gurindji people's action, which has most often been referred to as a 'strike' in the popular sense of the term. The question here is: to what extent was the Gurindji walk-off a strike? The third question is: why did they choose Wattie Creek and move there to establish the new community? In accordance with the above three questions, thIee sequences must be examined: (1) Before the walk-off, (2) the walk-off, and (3) the establishment of the Daguragu community. To my knowledge, even though there were a number of studies and reports of the Gurindji walk-off episode, there have been no accounts exploring the questions I raised above in a comprehensive manner. Nor has there been extensive smdy of the Gurindji people's oral accounts of their history before the walk-off, or their retrospective views. My research seeks to redress this gap. Applying an oral historical approach with hew questions, I will show the consistency of the Gurindji people's demand for regaining their country from the very beginning of this process. In the course of my analysis, I will show a Gurindji geography that is historically situated, that comes into being as a dimension of colonial residence within an existing Dreaming landscape. However, before exploring oral accounts of the Guxindji people, I shall examine published and unpublished studies related to this event.
I
Among written accounts of the Gurindji walk-off, the first and most significant report is probably Frank Hardy's The Unlucky Australians'> As a writer, Hardy was personally involved in this event and supported the Guxindji people. Encountering the Aboriginal struggle with white pastoralists, Hardy decided to help Aboriginal people in his own way: writing articles, seeking a way to raise funds for their survival during the 'strike', writing a petition to the Governor-General of Australia for the return of their land, and so on. His standpoint is clear: he actively assisted Aboriginal 'strikers', but did not initiate their movement. Even though there is no doubt that Hardy's .commitment to the cause greatly encouraged the Gurindji elders' decision-making.. his restraint in terms of respecting Aboriginal initiative is admirable. Hardy conscientiously resisted paternalism in his relationship with the Gurindji people. Therefore, my discussion does not intend to dismiss the extremely important role of Hardy as a supportive participant in the event. Nevertheless, I want to make it clear that Hardy's role was not to explore and interpret the background of the walk-off, but to immediately respond to the Gurindji people's request in an appropriate way. He played his role effectively, and thus, the Gurindji people respected him greatly. The Unlucky Australians is the product of his actual experience at that time.
However, when readers aspire to understand the Gurindji people's view of the walk-off, Hardy's book gives us a limited perspective. For instance, readers are not privy to the actual process involved in the development of the Gurindji's demands and decisions. Hardy simply presents the chronological order that he experienced. In The Unlucky Australians, the Gurindji people at first demanded (1) equal wages, then (2) social justice in every aspect, until finally they wanted (3) the return their land. If you read this book without further information, you would be most likely to accept that this was the chronological' order in which the Gurindji people developed their ideas. However, it is crucial to emphasise that this was th~order in which the Gurindji people told their story to Hardy, and this reflected what he and others were able to observe at the time.
Most of the research literature follows Hardy's order. This order often describes the Gurindji walk-off episode as moving' from a strike to a land claim'. For instance, Stuart Macintyre says, 'What had begun as a strike had become a land claim d Similarly, Lyn A Riddett titled her article 'The strike that became a land rights movement,4 However, my research has convinced me that the Gurindji walk-off was never principally a 'strike', but rather their main puxpose was consistently 'to get their land back' from the very beginning. I explore this point as one of the keys to developing an understanding of what the walk-off means to the Guxindji people. Despite these problems, The Unlucky Australians contains a lot of oral accounts. In later discussion, I use Hardy's book as one of the primary contemporary sources.
In other more academic studies, there are _-broadly speaking -two different approaches towards the Gurindji walk-off: economic historical and socio-historical. Hannah Middleton was probably the first to explore the economic historical view.
5 Gordon Briscoe also claims the importance of class analysis based on Marx's theory of the mode of production. 6 Tina Jowett applies the theory of 'Internal colonialism' to explain the process of exploitation of the Aboriginal workers at Wave Hill station? My previous work rejected theories such as 'Internal colonialism' or 'articulation of mode of production' because these theories cannot adequately describe the active participation of the colonised Aboriginal economy. Instead, I have emphasised the Gurindji's struggle to maintain economic autonomy not only during, but also before the walk-off 8 These economic historical analyses are necessary for understanding the economic status of Aborig!naI people living on stations and for explalnlng the economic aspects of their motivation for the walk-off. However, at the same time, economic considerations are just one of the many issues Involved In understanding this event.
Socio-historical approaches emphasise racial conflict and its social complexity. Jack K Doolan's report clearly points out that the Aboriginal struggle was not for wages but for an equal relationship between two races. 9 The land claim book written by Jowett and Riddett used oral historical accounts from Daguragu, yet these were not presented as a major source in constructing the history of the walk-off, but were treated more as supplementary sources. 14 McConvell and Hargen's work and a number of other reports were heavily based on the Gurlndji people's oral accounts. 1S The Aboriginal Land Commissioner's report especially dealt with the Gurindji people's oral testimonies to justify the Aboriginal ownership of the claimed area and its historical background 16 However, as I mentioned In the beginning, the questions I seek to address _ Who invented the idea of walk-off? Was the walk-off a strike in the European sense of the term? Why did those who participated choose Wattie Creek as their new community? -were not discussed at length in these previous oral historical works. Deborah B Rose's Hidden Histories includes a chapter on this J strike' movement, in which she asserts that the Aboriginal people's primary demand was the return of their land. 17 In 1982, Hobbles Danayarri, a Mudbura man of Yarralin, said to Rose, 'Tommy Vincent (Lingiari) told Lord Vestey: "You can keep your gold. We just want our land back"dB However, she primarily explored the perspective of Aboriginal people from Victoria River Downs rather than those from Wave Hill.
Thus, the purpose of this article becomes clear: it addresses the need to discuss the walk-off episode more thoroughly with specific questions based on the oral historical accounts of the Gurindji people. Only through this approach can we understand the meaning of the walk-off, not from an economic or sociological perspective, but more strongly from the Gurindji perspective. how Sandy Moray developed the idea of changing the situation of his own country. They did suggest that Tipujurn was good at foUowing the white man's ideas and practices because he had known Alex Moray for a long time 32 They also told me that Sandy Moray may have met unionists in Queensland and learned how to fight. 33 Mick Rangiari suggested that Sandy Moray had a good 'brain' so that 'maybe he bin think'n himself: 34 He also said, 'He (Sandy) bin think'n every night: 35 However, if Sandy Moray was the person who conceived the project, was there a reason that prevented him from leading the walk-off? Peanut Pontiari explained that he was already too old to become a leader of all the actions they would take. 46 Instead, Sandy Moray said to Vincent Lingiari, 'You gotta do something'47 and told people, 'You can do it. No body gonna stop you: 48 Here, they were ready to take action. The only thing they had to do in advance was to look for someone from outside who could help the people to achieve the purpose. Supporterls must know how to deal with white agencies such as Vesteys, the government and the Australian media.
11
This story of Sandy Moray holds the answer to the question I raised above. When Vincent Lingiari said, 'I think to mese.!' about that longa time' and Captain Major said, 'Wish we had someone behind us somewhere', they meant that they had been thinking about how to put Tipujurn's plan into practice and were looking for someone to facilitate their project. Their project was, from the very beginning, to get their land back and to establish their own cattle station.
One may wonder why the story of Sandy Moray has been strangely neglected by the many previous oral accounts of the Gurindji people. We heard much about Vincent Lingiari as a leader of the walk-off, but rarely about Sandy Moray as a founder of it. As oral testimonies are often criticised, it is natural to cast doubt on the Gurindji people's memories of Sandy Moray. Was this aspect made up by the Gurindji people decades later? Is it likely that previous studies are more accurate than my research conducted 30 years after 'the events?
To answer this, I have already mentioned that there was little oral historical research which explored the specific question of 'who invented the walk-off?', instead of 'who led the walk-off?'. As shown above, Rose was one of the few people who collected a story of Sandy Moray. In addition, Patrick McConvell, who did intensive fieldwork at Daguragu in the mid-1970s, was also told that Sandy Moray formulated the idea of the walk-off. According to McConvell, he was referred to as 'jangala' -his subsection name -since his name was taboo at that time. McConvell found out later 'Jangala' referred to Sandy Moray.49 Because of the nature of oral accounts, every detailed story of Sandy Moray may not be accurate, but it is compelling that the essence of the story has remained identical over the decades spanning the research done by McConvell, Rose and me.
It is also interesting to note that the story of Sandy Moray has been gradually revealed to the non-Gurindji; first, briefly, to McConvell in the 1970s, then to Rose in the 1980s, and to me, in more detail, in the late 1990s. I found that the Gurindji people today have become more comfortable telling the stories about the deeper background to the walk-off episode. I will return to this point after discussing the whole event.
45. Rose 1991: 226. In order to look into the sequence before the walk-off in more detail and expand on our discussion above, it is also important to know about the Aboriginal relations and networks in different stations. I would especially like to explore the relations between the Gurindji elders of different stations. work among Aboriginal people, they knew of the long awaited Gurindji project. and in particular that Captain Major (and Sandy Moray) were looking for 'someone behind them'. Before Captain Major received a letter from Dexter Daniels, he already 'bin hear about that young Dexter, an aboriginal who work for that Union mob in Darwin,.59 Here, you can see how the Aboriginal people were trying to make a 'connection' betvveen people who were looking for assistance, and a person who was willing to help them. Hardy may have been unaware of, or have underesi:i.IDated, the amount of planning among the Gurindji people before his involvement. In fact, Captain Major expresses this point of view in The Unlucky Australians:
Some white fella bin say Dexter tell me to strike because him higher man in tribe. That not right Dexter Raper River man, me Gurindji; nothing to do with Raper River mob. We strike because we sick of small money. We had SOmeone behind us. 60
One may read this in a way to mean that Captain Major is asserting his authority over the Gurindji 'strikers'. But the oral historical approach gives us the deeper meaning of his statement: Dexter Daniels and Frank Hardy were the external conditions which simply ignited the Gurindji's long awaited project. that case, it would not be necessary to leave the station. They should have stayed there and simply stopped working in order to force the manager to negotiate.
III
An approach from the Gurindji's perspective gives us two main reasons why they wanted not only to stop working but also to leave the station. First, physically moving and shifting their living space is a traditional tactic for solving problems. Aboriginal people were, and in many aspects still are, nomadic. Mobility is one of their fundamental social modes of being. To move for economic reasons is a common practice in hunting-gathering Aboriginal societies. Mobility is also fundamental for maintaining their ceremonial exchange system. One cannot underestimate the importance of the physical and metaphysical functions of movement in Aboriginal social practice 62 Furthermore, He (an Aboriginal man) said: 'When white fella go on strike, they don't walk off straight away, they see their' boss and taik things over. 1 worked for white man myselfand start for sixpence maybe, or five bob, now I got proper money: 'You work for that Welfare?' 1 (Vincent Lingiari) said. And he said: 'Yes, them Welfare blokes are all right. And Tom Pisher a good man. Why can't you fellas go~ack to work? And I said: '1 won't go back: That's alilsaid. I never said no more.
os .
Vincent Lingiari implies that the Gurindji 'strike' was not like a white workers' strike.
He did not want to negotiate with the manager; he wanted to leave the station. Peanut Pontiari remembers that Vincent Lingiari once asked people if they wanted to go back to the station, but they said, 'No, we don't wanna go back. No more station. One way
The memorial day of 23 August 1966 was not the day the Gurindji people started negotiations with the white authorities, but the day they physically left foreign authority and returned to their own. In other words, the walk-off was not really an agitation against Wave Hill station, but a spatial movement which allowed them to regain the power to establish their own community. They did not want to go back to Wave Hill unless Vesteys left the property. Higher wages and improved conditions may have been secondary considerations, but neither was the original or main purpose of their action.
Therefore, one needs to be careful when referring to the Gurindji walk-off as a 'strike'. I do not object to the usage of the expression 'Wave Hill strike'I not only because it has already become part of the Australian lexicon but also because the Gurindji people also express their 'walk-off' as the 'strike'. However, the Gurindji people do not describe the sequence as moving 'from a strike to a land claim'. The word 'strike' should be understood in Gurindji Creole as meaning their physical walk-off from the European authority in order to fight for their land.
Later, Hardy himself admits that the issue was their land, not wages. He 'discovered that wages were not the only, perhaps not even the main, issue for the Gurindji men. They were concerned about their women, about the children getting an education, about housing, about dignity and self-respect, about tribal identity -and there hovered vaguely behind every thought a desire to live alone in their own land'67 As already discussed, it is remiss to read this change in Hardy's impression as a change in the Gurindji people's demands. Their aim was consistent, but their strategy was to avoid discussing their central project with white people in the beginning. They did not expliCitly challenge the agenda or politics of unionists. Rather, they simply followed their own initiative in not returning from the walk-off, once outside support for their action had been secured.
However, if their aim from the outset was to regain their land, why did they not mention it to the outside supporters at the first stage? To answer this question, Rose provides us with the insight that for the Gurindji people, 'wages were a language which Europeans could IUlderstand, an? constituted an issue which trade unions were known to support'.68 They were looking for allies who could help them to realise their plan, and finally fOlUld unionists such as Dexter Daniels, and a writer like Hardy, who were willing to help them. Gurindji people knew that unionists were keen on the issue of equal wages. They knew that'equal wages' was the key term to gain the support from outsiders. After the walk-off leaders confirmed these people's support, the Gurindji people gradually started to educate them to understand the real purpose of their action.. This educational process can be observed in The Unlucky Australians in the supporters' confusion. From Hardy's point of view, he was the one who knew how to fight and that was why Dexter Daniels as well as the Gurindji people asked him to help. However, he eventually discovered the Gurindji's plan extended beyond his own conception. When the Gurindji leaders told Hardy about their desire to run their own cattle station, Anne Jeffrey, a wife of a welfare officer at Wave Hill, asked Hardy if this was originally Hardy's idea: 70 However, immediately after this, Vincent Lingiari told Hardy about their plan to move their camp to Wattie Creek and establish their own community.71 Through all these processes, we can see the Gurindji's initiative. At the same time, Hardy's constant support for their selfdetemtination must also be acknowledged. It is of no doubt that his non-paternalistic attitude towards the Gurindji people facilitated the establishment of a firm rapport 69. Hardy 1968 : 109-10. 70. Hardy 1968 : 166. 71. Hardy 1968 between Hardy and the Gurindji. Accordingly, Gurindji leaders gradually told the supporters about their plan and the final destination of their walk-off movement.
IV
In this section, I would like to discuss the sequence of the establishment of the Daguragu community at Wattie Creek. We will see how the GUrindji people finally accomplished their long awaited project. However, first I will look at the sequence of their movement near the Wave Hill settlement before going directly to Wattie Creek.
The most immediate need following the walk-off was maintaining access to an adequate food supply. Vincent Lingiari told people to look for bush tucker n They certainly counted on bush food, yet at the same time, a sedentary camp could not support over 200 people. Mick Rangiari often told me how they were relieved when a truck with plenty of food arrived in the walk-off camp.73 The Unlucky Australians also shows that it was urgent to keep enough food to feed the walk-off mob?4 When they left Wave Hill station, the nearest place they could get enough food from was Wave Hill Welfare Settlement. They also had to camp there because they definitely needed access to the white settlers' information network. It was essential to keep in touch with outside supporters, such as Daniels and Hardy. When they left the station, Wave Hill Welfare Settlement was the only place for them to access the telegram and other mailing systems, by which the Gurindji people could make a connection to the outside world. Furthermore, as we saw, their plan was flexible at the first stage. If Vesteys left their country, they could regain their authority over the country simply by going back to Wave Hill station and running the property by themselves. The Gurindji people needed to see how Vesteys as well as outside supporters reacted to their initial action. Therefore, the riverbank near the Welfare Settlement was ideally suited as a temporary camping place.
In March 1967, at the end of the wet season, seven months after their walk-off from Wave Hill station, the Gurindji people shifted their camp to Wattie Creek near the Seal Gorge Dreaming site. The main question here is: why did they choose Wattie Creek?
Most scholars simply explain that the Gurindji people chose Wattie Creek because it was a symbolically central place for them. For example, Jowett states that 'TItis area was chosen because it was the main place of the Gurindji Dreaming and the geographical centre of the traditional Gurindji country'?5 It is not surprising that people simply accept such an explanation because the Gurindji leaders themselves explained their decision to the public in the same way. In April 1967, with the assistance of Hardy and Bill Jemey, the Gurindji leaders wrote a petition to the Govemor-General for the return of five hundred square miles of their country. In this letter, they explain Wattie Creek is 'the main place of our dreaming.'76 n. Hardy 1968: 74. However, their explanation of Wattie Creek as a main place for their Dreaming was probably their tactic to make white people understand how important it was to establish their community there. Such a tactic is similar to the way they used'equal wages' to gain public attention at the first stage. They needed a public reason that could help outside supporters understand their decision.
If you study the sacred sites in the Gurindji country, it is not difficult to find out that Seal GorgejWattie Creek is only one of many Dreaming sites for them. For example, McConvell and Hargen suggest there are over 200 sites in the Daguragu land claim area. 77 TGH Strehlow explains that since the major totemic sites were 'linked according to the nature of their totems with the totemic sites of other subgroups and even of other tribes, not one of them was fitted in any sense to act as a sort of central'capital' site for a whole tribal subgroup or a whole tribe'78 In Dreaming geography, there is no such 'centre' or 'main' place. Dreaming sites are connected to each other through the Dreaming tracks and you cannot claim one of them as a centre of these Dreamings. 79 Certainly, Seal Gorge was one of the important Dreaming sites for the Gurindji people so there must have been no problem in shifting the camp there. However, in order to make settlers understand, they used a word like 'centre' or 'main' place to describe Wattie Creek.
However, we still do not have an answer as to why they chose Wattie Creek in particular and not some other Dreaming site. Jowel! interviewed Mick Rangiari in 1990, and summarised his comments: 'it was VlIlcent Lingiari's decision to walk off Wave Hill station, but that was only after he had consulted with senior members of the community. When they were at Wave Hill settlement the elders decided to move to Wattie Creek,80 There is no doubt that when it became clearer that Vesteys would never leave Wave Hill station, they were looking for a place near the Dreaming site for the location of their new community. From Wave Hill Welfare Settlement, one of the closest sites is Wattie Creek This purely geographical factor may be one of the reasons for their decision However, Wattie Creek has more meaning for the Gurindji elders and their walkoff project It is important to note that even though the leader of the walk-off was VlIlcent Lingiari, he constantly'consulted with senior members' about the decision and destination. One of the elders would have been Sandy Moray, an original planner of this movement and the one who told Vincent to take action. As I mentioned earlier, Wattie Creek was the country of Sandy Moray. Furthermore, as discussed earlier, the 'partiki tree meeting' during which Sandy Moray told his plan to the Gurindji elders for the first time was held at Wattie Creek as well. Jimmy Mangayarri took me to the big parliki tree where the meeting was held. The tree (plate 1) was located in the middle of the' Daguragu township, only about thirty metres away from the memorial stone of Gough Whitlam handing over .the Gurindji land to Vmcent Lingiari. The Daguragu community was established beside the memory of their historic meeting. Sandy Moray told people, 'Before I die, you gotta do it: Sl Mick Rangiari proudly said to me, 'So we did it!,S2 The project of the walk-off had been formulated at Wattie Creek and returned to the same place at the end.
At this point, I want to return to an earlier question: why has the story of Sandy Moray rarely been told to the non-Gurindji? Why didn't the Gurindji people discuss Wattie Creek as the country of Sandy Moray in earlier research?
It is crucial to understand that the Gurindji people had been fighting for their land until 1986 when finally their inalienable freehold title was granted. Therefore, what they thought was worth telling to the non-Gurindji during that time was probably not 'who invented the w01k-off?' or 'who belongs to Wattie Creek?'. Instead, their greater 81. Mick Rangiari, Tape 3l. concern was letting outside supporters know about Vmcent Lingiari as a leader of their movement and Watlie Creek as the country for all the Gurindji. It is indisputable that VInCent Lingiari was the leader of the Gurindji walk-off movement. It is also true that Daguragu became the symbolic place for all the Gurindji who fought for their land. These were the issues they wanted to communicate to non-Gurindji supporters at that time. Since then, the Gurindji people's political circumstances have changed and their rights over their country have become more certain. Today, the Gurindji people probably feel more comfortable telling the stories about different aspects of the walk-off episode. The story of Sandy Moray has been gradually revealed to the non-Gurindji according to their situations at different times.
Therefore, one should be more critical of the naive notion that the earlier oral testimonies are more accurate than the later. We should consider the historical and political situation in which any -oral and written -accounts are inevitably situated. Therefore, the assessment of the oral historical accounts should not oniy be based on their temporal distance from the events, but also according to their political context v What was the Gurindji walk-off? Since I have discussed the sequence of the Gurindji walk-off episode, I shall now answer this question. From the very beginning, the Gurindji walk-off was not initiated by white people in order to protest against European authorities and gain better working conditions. Of course, there is no doubt that the Gurindji people needed and looked for supporters from outside. Without the presence of Dexter Daniels and Frank Hardy, the Gurindji project might not have happened. Without Australia-wide support, their project could not have been completed. Today, the Gurindji people remember Hardy and many other outside supporters as 'good kartiya [whites] helped ngumpin [Aboriginal people]'. The Gurindji people are deeply grateful to them for their devotion to the fight for the Gurindji country. Howeve~let me repeat here that these were the external conditions that the Gurindji people had been long waiting for.
What was the Gurindji walk-off? The walk-off was the Gurindji mode of decolonisation of their land, planned and conducted by the Gurindji people and those related to the Gurindji country. Their aim was to physically leave European authority, to regain autonomy and sovereignty over their country, to establish their own community, and to run the cattle station by and for themselves. 
